Soviet Legacies, Mother-in-laws, and Emerging Neoliberal Identities: Female Leadership in Kazakhstani Universities
This empirical study explores the identities of female leaders within multiple universities across Kazakhstan, a nation currently undergoing significant systemic transformations following the dissolution of the Soviet Union. Over the past three decades, educational institutions in Kazakhstan have undergone substantial changes, with prior research indicating that female academic leaders contend with conflicting expectations stemming from the convergence of traditional, Soviet, and Westernized neoliberal cultures within their professional environments (Kuzhabekova & Almukhambetova, 2017). The simultaneous presence of Soviet legacies alongside newly embraced neoliberal values during this transition is not surprising since the old and new traditions converge during change (ibid). Moreover, traditional cultural values have experienced a resurgence since the country's independence, as the population seeks to reconnect with their Kazakh identity (Fimyar and Kurakbayev, 2016). 
Through qualitative inquiry involving female leaders, this study aims to explore how cultural influences shape their identities. In this study, I am interested in the ways two different cultural attributes impact the identity of female leaders. First, how the Soviet past shapes the work of female leaders; and second, how traditional values where women tend to take care of children and the household impacts female leaders. The initial findings illustrate the following elements: (1) lacking decision-making authority regarding decisions for their own department or school; following the remnants of the Soviet leadership style, decisions at universities are made higher up in the hierarchy and leaders have no say to non-negotiable on-way directives form the Ministry of Education. Second, family plays a decisive role in whether and how women pursue leadership roles in Kazakhstan (2). Women either take up leadership positions when they become empty nester or heavily rely on the help of extended family. Partners can help; however, extended family members seem to play more significant role. By exploring the impact of the Soviet and the traditional influences, the article aims to contribute to the body of literature on the impact of culture on female leadership. In what follows, I briefly outline the data collection methods and present the preliminary findings of the research. 
Data collection. 
This study employs an inductive in-depth interview-based research method to explore the construction of identity among female leaders in educational institutions. Participants were selected using purposive sampling, targeting female leaders in educational institutions in Kazakhstan who held various leadership positions. The dataset comprises twenty-four interviews conducted with female leaders holding diverse leadership roles across four universities in Kazakhstan. The data was collected between December 2023 and May 2024. Out of twenty-four informants, five hold administrative leadership roles, three department heads, seven deans, seven vice-chancellors, and two chancellors. Interviews, approximately 60 to 90 minutes in duration, were digitally conducted via Zoom and audio recorded. The interviews were conducted in Kazakh and Russian languages, depending on the interviewees’ preferences, transcribed with help of a transcription software, Amberscript, and translated into English as needed. I asked open-ended questions to delve into various aspects of leadership identity and its intersection with familial roles, societal perceptions, and personal experiences. Following are the sample of questions asked: ‘Who are you as a leader?’, ‘What has changed since you became a leader?’ All participants were assured of anonymity, and no interviewee declined to answer any questions.

The female leaders experience ‘identity tensions’ as they juggle the stress of navigating multiple identities (Svenningsson and Alvesson, 2003). Interviewees talk about lack of authority as a leader and responsibilities as mothers and household work add complexity of identity creation. These tensions are discussed below in two parts. 
Findings.
‘I am just a doer, not a leader’. First, they constantly deal with urgent and non-negotiable directives from the Ministry of Education and the Chancellors, and these are expected to be prioritized and promptly executed. Interviewees connect this to the old Soviet-style management system, and in these instances, they are expected to work late and deliver promptly as a faculty. Such directives limit their autonomy as a leader because they are non-negotiable and their authority over their staff members are jeopardised, as they either ask or order their staff members stay late and deliver with short notice, which is not popular. Such directives can be internal within the university or external – from the Ministry.  
For example, a head of department lacks decision-making authority at the departmental and faculty levels:	
I am not free to choose a lecturer that fits our profile better. Everything is controlled by the higher authorities, specifically, by the vice-chancellor and the HR department. I do not feel that I am a leader; I feel I am just a doer who follows directives from the top. I pass those directives down to the department and ensure that they are carried out. I feel only pressure and control. (i6, head of department)
Example of an external directives arises from the same interview, where the interviewee recounted a directive from the Ministry of Education mandating that their students enrol in two online courses from the MOOC platform Coursera in lieu of two campus-based courses. This directive was non-negotiable, and the department was required to submit a list of students intending to undertake these online courses:
We received a directive stating that 500 students from our university must enrol in Coursera courses, and we were obligated to provide copies of 500 certificates by the end of the academic year... So, we had to persuade or compel 20 students who had taken these courses last year. This year, it is the responsibility of another department to identify another 20 students. I understand that if students had the option and desired to take these courses, it would be acceptable... However, they preferred to enrol in our own courses with their peers. The students voiced numerous complaints... but we do not have the freedom to choose. One cannot question top management’s orders… They say – we do" (i6, head of department).
On top of that, family responsibilities exert a significant influence on the identity formation of female leaders, and this is especially acute when they are expected to work late. The findings illustrate that single or divorced women with grown children appear to have greater possibility to prioritize their career advancement within administrative spheres. Several interviewees reported that they would not have taken up the leadership role if they had school-aged or younger children at home. 
There are female leaders who are mothers of young children who navigate the delicate balance between professional obligations and familial responsibilities. Apart from relying on partners for assistance, the strategies for managing this balance include seeking support from extended family members. For instance, one interviewee (i4, head of research) resided with her in-laws, with the responsibility of childcare and household tasks assumed by her mother-in-law, thereby affording her the opportunity to dedicate herself to her professional pursuits. In another scenario, an interviewee (i8, head of internalization) entrusted her children to the care of her sister-in-law during occasions when she was required to work late. 
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